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(54) A cache coherency mechanism 



(57) A computer system has a plurality of proces- 
sors each for executing a sequence of instructions and 
at least one of the processors having a cache memory 
associated therewith. A memory provides an address 
space of that processor where data items are stored for 
use by all of the processors. A behaviour store holds in 
association with the address of each item a cache be- 
haviour identifying the cacheable behaviour of the item, 
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the cacheable behaviours including a software coherent 
behaviour and an automatically coherent behaviour. 
When a cache coherency operation is instigated by a 
cache coherency instruction, the operation is effected 
dependent on the cacheable behaviour of the specified 
address of the item. 

A method of modifying the coherency status of a 
cache in this manner is also described. 
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Description 

[0001] The present invention relates to a computer system and to a cache coherency mechanism therefor 
[0002] As is well known in the art, cache memories are used in computer systems to decrease the access latency 
s to certain data and code and to decrease the memory bandwidth used for that data and code. A cache memory can 
delay : aggregate and reorder memory accesses. 

[0003] A cache memory operates between a processor and a main memory of a computer Data and/or instructions 
which are required by the process running on the processor can be held in the cache while that process runs. An 
access to the cache is normally much quicker than an access to main memory. If the processor does not locate a 
io required data item or instruction item in the cache memory, it directly accesses main memory to retrieve it, and the 
requested data or instruction item is loaded into the cache. There are various known systems for using and refilling 
cache memories. 

[0004] A computer system may have more than one processor, and each processor may have its own cache. Alter- 
natively, a processor may have a plurality of CPUs, each with its own cache. However, these caches will commonly. 

ts access a single main memory resource. 

[0005] Figure 1 illustrates a case where there are two processors (2) CPU1.CPU2 each with their own cache (22) 
CACHE 1 .CACHE2. The caches share a single memory resource MEM6. Figure 2 shows what can happen in such a 
situation. Consider an address in main memory 1010. This maps onto cache location 1 0 in both CACHE 1 and CACHE2. 
The value V 3 stored at address 1010 had an initial value of X, and the value V 3 = X was initially stored at cache location 

20 10 in both of the caches. At that stage, the data item V 3 was "visible", that is either processor accessing address 101 0 
would retrieve from its cache the value V 3 = X. However, the CPU1 has executed a process, modified the value V 3 = 
Y and returned this to the location 10 in CACHE1 . Now, the value V 3 = X in main memory is "dirty" - it no longer reflects 
the current value of V 3 . Moreover, the value V 3 = X in CACHE2 is "stale" - it differs from the true value. Clearly, this 
situation needs to be rectified before CPU2 attempts to retrieve V 3 , because otherwise it will wrongly retrieve V 3 = X. 

25 [0006] Thus cache coherency control is required to ensure that several processors and devices can correctly share 
memory. This can be achieved by: 

1. Automatic coherency. Additional hardware guarantees that loads can retrieve the most recently written value 
regardless of which processor or device wrote it. Note that a functional, but low performance, implementation of 

30 automatic coherency is to disable the cache. Such additional hardware COHERE is referenced 3 in Figure 1 . 

2. Software coherency. Special code sequences are used in the program to control the transfer of data between 
cache and memory. They allow precise control of coherency and efficient use of the cache. 

3S [0007] The visibility of data depends on whether the cache is automatically coherent or not. If the cache is not au- 
tomatically coherent then only the contents of memory and its own cache are visible to a processor. Software has to 
cooperate to ensure that data is written to memory when appropriate. If the cache is automatically coherent then the 
most recently written value by any processor will be visible to all other processors. 

40 Visibility definitions. 

[0008] 

Visible A data item is visible to a processor if a load from the data item's address will return that item. 

45 

Stale A data item is stale if the value in the cache is different from the last value written. 
Dirty A data item is dirty if it has been modified in the cache with respect to main memory. 

so [0009] In a situation where a process wishes to clear a location in the cache, but the process does not have access 
to the address stored at that cache location, existing software coherency techniques require usage of a special, priv- 
ileged mode of processor operation termed kernel mode. In a normal user mode it is not possible in such a circumstance 
to render the cache coherent using software coherency techniques other than by transfer into kernel mode. 
[0010] Furthermore, contemporary processors, which have flexible cache coherency mechanisms, usually require 

55 software to specify, either by a property of the page translation or by the execution of instructions, the extent to which 
coherency will be actively managed by instruction sequences and the extent to which hardware wilt be responsible for 
maintaining coherency. This leads to the problem that code written for one model will not provide coherency if imple- 
mented on hardware with different coherency restrictions. For example, software written assuming a hardware coher- 
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ency mechanism (e.g. MESI) will not generally run correctly on implementations for which no specific hardware has 
been provided. 

[0011] According to one aspect of the present invention there is provided a computer system comprising a plurality 
of processors, each comprising an execution unit for executing a sequence of instructions and at least one of the 

5 processors having associated there with a cache memory having a plurality of cache locations for holding items for 
use by the processor; storage circuitry having addressable storage locations in the memory address space of said at 
least one processor in which items are stored for use by the processors; a behaviour store for holding in association 
with an address of an item a cache behaviour identifying the cacheable behaviour of the item, wherein the cacheable 
behaviours include a software coherent behaviour and an automatically coherent behaviour and wherein the instruc- 

10 tionsfor execution by the execution unit include cache coherency instructions which each specify an operation to be 
executed on the contents of a cache location and an address in the storage circuitry; each processor being operable 
responsive to the cache coherency instructions to execute an operation on the contents of the specified cache location 
and to effect a cache coherency operation to render the contents coherent with the storage circuitry in a manner 
dependent on the cacheable behaviour of the specified address and whether or not the processor contains a cache 

15 coherency unit for automatically implementing coherency 

[0012] Where the computer comprises a cache coherency unit for automatically implementing coherency the cache 
coherency instructions effect a cache coherency operation for automatically coherent and software coherent behaviour 
dependent on the nature of the cache coherency unit. Where the computer system has no cache coherency unit for 
automatically implementing coherency, items having an automatically coherent behaviour are denied access to the 

20 cache memory. 

[0013] In the computer system, each of the processors can have a respective cache memory associated therewith. 
The storage circuitry can be a main memory accessible by all the processors. 

[0014] In the cache memory, each item can be stored in association with a valid bit (which indicates whether or not 
that item is valid) and/or a dirty bit (which indicates whether or not that item has been modified with respect to the main 
2$ memory). 

[0015] The cacheable behaviours can include: 

an unshared behaviour for items unique to one of said processors; 

an uncacheable behaviour for accesses to memory devices other than said storage circuitry; and 
30 a device behaviour for accesses to devices other than memory devices, said devices being addressable in the 

memory address space of the processors. 

[0016] One type of cache coherency instruction is a flush instruction which makes dirty items in the cache memory 
associated with said at least one processor visible to the other processors. 
3S [0017] Another cache coherency instruction is a purge instruction which removes items from the cache memory. 
[0018] Another type of cache coherency instruction is a validate instruction which ensures that stale items are not 
read from the cache memory. 

[001 9] According to another aspect of the present invention there is provided a method of modifying the coherency' 
status of the contents of a cache in a computer system comprising a plurality of processors each having an execution 

40 unit for executing a sequence of instructions and at least one of the processors having associated therewith a cache 
memory, and storage circuitry having addressable storage locations in the memory address space of said at least one 
processor in which items are stored for use by the processors, the method comprising: defining for each item a cache- 
able behaviour of the item, wherein the cacheable behaviours include a software coherent behaviour and an automat- 
ically coherent behaviour; holding in a behaviour store in association with an address for each item a cache behaviour 

4S identifying the cacheable behaviour of the item; executing in the execution unit cache coherency instructions which 
each specify an operation to be executed on the contents of a cache location in the cache memory and an address in 
the storage circuitry; executing an operation on the contents of the specified cache location and effecting a cache 
coherency operation to render the contents coherent with the storage circuitry in a manner dependent on the cacheable 
behaviour of the specified address and whether or not the processor contains a cache coherency unit for automatically 

50 implementing coherency. 

[0020] The cache can be partitioned into a plurality of cache partitions, wherein the cache partition containing the 
relevant location in the cache is determined in dependence on the specified address in main memory. More details of 
a particular cache partitioning implementation may be obtained from our earlier European Application No. 9S30051 8.2. 
[0021] The cache (or each cache partition) can be direct mapped. However, other associativities are possible. 

55 [0022] The main memory can be organised in pages, each page comprising a sequence of addresses. In that case, 
the cache coherency instruction can specify a page in main memory for which the operation is to be executed, the 
operation being executed for each of the sequence of addresses in the specified page. 
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Cacheable behaviour can be page-related. 

[0023] In the preferred embodiment, the processor has a user mode of operation and a privileged (kernel) mode ot 
operation. Cache coherency instructions are executable in the user mode. 
5 [0024] The coherency mechanism described herein enables the writing of portable code which requires coherent 
shared memory whilst allowing performance optimisation of how the coherency is managed. 
[0025] For a better understanding of the present invention and to show how the same may be carried into effect, 
reference will now be made by way of example to the accompanying drawings in which: 

Figure 1 is a block diagram of automatic coherency control; 
Figure 2 illustrates "stale" and "dirty" data items; 

Figure 3 is a block diagram of a computer incorporating a cache system; 
Figure 4 is a sketch illustrating a four way set associative cache; 
Figure 5 is a block diagram of the refill engine; 
*s Figure 6 illustrates an entry in the TLB; 

Figure 7 is a diagram illustrating one implementation of a cache coherency mechanism; and 
Figure 8 is a diagram illustrating a more complex implementation of a cache coherency mechanism. 

[0026] Prior to describing a cache coherency mechanism, there will first be described a cache architecture within 

20 which the mechanism can be implemented. 

[0027] Figure 3 is a block diagram of a computer incorporating a cache system. The computer comprises a CPU 2 
which is connected to an address bus 4 for accessing items from a main memory 6 and to a data bus 8 for returning 
items to the CPU 2. Although the data bus 8 is referred to herein as a data bus, it will be appreciated that this is for 
the return of items from the main memory 6, whether or not they constitute actual data or instructions for execution by 

25 the CPU. The system described herein is suitable for use on both instruction and data caches. As is known, there may 
be separate data and instruction caches, or the data and instruction cache may be combined. In the computer described 
herein, the addressing scheme is a so-called virtual addressing scheme. The address is split into a line in page address 
4a and a virtual page address 4b. The virtual page address 4b is supplied to a translation look-aside buffer (TLB) 10. 
The line in page address 4a is supplied to a look-up circuit 12. The translation look-aside buffer 10 supplies a real page 

30 address 1 4 converted from the virtual page address 4b to the look-up circuit 1 2. The look-up circuit 1 2 is connected 
via address and data buses 16,18 to a cache access circuit 20. Again, the data bus 18 can be for data items or in- 
structions from the main memory 6. The cache access circuit 20 is connected to a cache memory 22 via an address 
bus 24, a data bus 26 and a control bus 28 which transfers replacement information for the cache memory 22. A refill 
engine 30 is connected to the cache access circuit 20 via a refill bus 32 which transfers replacement information, data 

35 items (or instructions) and addresses between the refill engine and the cache access circuit. The refill engine 30 is 
itself connected to the main memory 6. 

[0028] The refill engine 30 receives from the translation look-aside buffer 10 a full real address 34, comprising the 
real page address and line in page address of an item in the main memory 6. The refill engine 30 also receives a miss 
signal on line 38 which is generated in the look-up circuit 1 2 in a manner which will be described more clearly hereinafter. 

40 [0029] The cache memory 22 described herein is a direct mapped cache, although this is not necessary to implement 
the invention. That is, it has a plurality of addressable storage locations, each location constituting one row of the 
cache. Each row contains an item from main memory and pari of the address in main memory of that item. Each row 
is addressable by a row address which is constituted by a number of bits representing the least significant bits of the 
address in main memory of the data items stored at that row. For example, for a cache memory having eight rows, 

<5 each row address would be three bits long to uniquely identify those rows. For example : the second row in the cache 
has a row address 001 and thus could hold any data items from main memory having an address in the main memory 
which ends in the bits 001. Clearly, in the main memory, there would be many such addresses and thus potentially 
many data items to be held at that row in the cache memory. Of course, the cache memory can hold only one data 
item at that row at any one time. 

so [0030] The cache memory includes a tag RAM 23 (Figure 7) which holds for each row a tag identifying the page (by 
page address or some bits thereof) for the item held in that row in the cache. 

[0031] To provide a cache system with greater flexibility, an n-way set associative cache memory has been developed. 
An example of a 4-way set associative cache is illustrated in Figure 4. The cache memory is divided into four banks 
B1,B2,B3,B4. The banks can be commonly addressed row-wise by a common row address, as illustrated schematically 
55 for one row in Figure 4. However, that row contains four cache entries, one for each bank. The cache entry for bank 
B1 is output on bus 26a, the cache entry for bank B2 is output on bus 26b, and so on for banks B3 and B4. Thus, this 
allows four cache entries for one row address (or line in page address). Each time a row is addressed, four cache 
entries are output and the real page numbers of their addresses are compared with the real page number supplied 
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from the translation look-aside buffer 10 to determine which entry is the correct one. If there is a cache miss upon an 
attempted access to the cache, the refill engine 30 retrieves the requested item from the main memory 6 and loads it 
into the correct row in one of the banks, in accordance with a refill algorithm which is based on, for example, how long 
a particular item has been held in the cache, or other program parameters of the system. Such replacement algorithms 
5 are known and are not described further herein. 

[0032] Basic operation of the computer system illustrated in Figure 3 will now be described, as though the cacheable 
behaviours of different pages did not exist. The CPU 2 requests an item from main memory 6 using the address in 
main memory and transmits that address on address bus 4. The virtual page number is supplied to the translation look- 
aside buffer 10 which translates it into a real page number 1 4 according to a predetermined virtual to real page trans- 
it latbn algorithm. The real page number 14 is supplied to the look-up circuit 12 together with the line in page number 
4a of the original address transmitted by the CPU 2. The line in page address is used by the cache access circuit 20 
to address the cache memory 22. The line in page address includes a set of least significant bits (not necessarily 
including the end bits) of the main address in memory which are equivalent to the row address in the cache memory 
22. The contents of the cache memory 22 at the row address identified by the line in page address, being a data item 

15 (or instruction) and the address in main memory (or the tag) of the data item (or instruction), are supplied to the look- 
up circuit 1 2. There, the real page number of the address which has been retrieved from the cache memory is compared 
with the real page number which has been supplied from the translation look-aside buffer 1 0. If these addresses match, 
the look-up circuit indicates a hit and generates a Match Signal MS (Figure 6), which causes the data item which was 
held at that row of the cache memory to be returned to the CPU along data bus 8. If however the real page number of 

20 the address which was held at the addressed row in the cache memory 22 does not match the real page number 
supplied from the translation look-aside buffer 10, then a miss signal is generated on line 39 to the refill engine 30. It 
is the task of the refill engine 30 to retrieve the correct item from the main memory 6 : using the real address which is 
supplied from the translation look-aside buffer 10 on bus 34. The data item, once fetched from main memory 6 is 
supplied to the cache access circuit 20 via the refill bus 32 and is loaded into the cache memory 22 together with the 

25 address in main memory. The data item itself is also returned to the CPU along data bus 8 so that the CPU can continue 
to execute. In a direct mapped cache memory as outlined above, it will be apparent that the data item and its address 
recalled from the main memory 6 will be loaded into the storage location from which the data item was originally 
accessed for checking. That is, it will be over-written into one of a small number of locations which can accept it, having 
a row address matching the set of least significant bits in the line in page address in main memory. 

30 [0033] Figure 5 illustrates in more detail the content of the refill engine 30. The refill bus 32 is shown in Figure 5 as 
three separate buses, a data bus 32a, an address bus 32b and a bus 32c carrying replacement information. The 
address and data buses 32a and 32c are supplied to a memory access circuit 50 which accesses the main memory 
via the memory bus 54. The replacement information is fed to a decision circuit 52 which also receives the real address 
34 and the miss signal 38. The decision circuit 52 determines the proper location of the cache into which data accessed 

35 from the main memory is to be located. 

[0034] Some possible variations on the above described embodiment are mentioned below 
[0035] In the described embodiment above, the address issued by the CPU on address bus 4 is split into a virtual 
page number 4b and a line in page 4a However, the entire virtual address could be sent from the CPU to the look-up 
circuit for the cache. Conversely, the CPU could issue real addresses directly to the look-up circuit. 

40 [0036] In the embodiment described above, a single cache access circuit 20 is shown for accessing the cache both 
on look-up and refill. However, it is also possible to provide the cache with an additional access port for refill, so that 
look-up and refill take place via different access ports for the cache memory 22. 

[0037] In the described embodiment, the refill engine 30 and cache access circuit 20 are shown in individual blocks. 
However, it would be quite possible to combine their functions into a single cache access circuit which performs both 
45 look-up and refill. 

[0038] As can be seen in Figures 2 and 4, each location in the cache holds an address in main memory and the item 
(data or instruction) from that address in main memory. It is not necessary for the whole of the memory address to be 
held at the cache location. For example the most significant bits of the address would generally be held to constitute 
a tag for that cache entry and is held in the tag RAM 23. This is known in the art and is not described further herein. 

so [0039] The principles of the invention will now be described in more detail with reference to the following examples. 
The cache coherency mechanism revolves around the data cache instructions flush, purge and validate and how they 
act on the cache and memory. The action of each of these instructions is dependent on the type of the page on which 
the data resides and whether the implementation has hardware to assist in the maintenance of coherence. 
[0040] The developer of the software targets their code to the model which they believe will be most effective - either 

55 by dint of performance or simplicity. The two cacheable page types which allow sharing are known as software co- 
herent and automatically coherent Here, software written which uses either (or both) page types will work on a wide 
variety of implementations without requiring the provision of coherency hardware. 

[0041] For data resident on pages of type automatically coherent, the software program does not include any coher- 
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ency instructions (flush, purge, validate) to maintain coherency - the implementation guarantees this automatically. For 
data resident on pages of type software coherent, software takes full responsibility for keeping data coherent in the 
system. It does this by issuing coherency instructions to establish coherency at appropriate points in the software. 
[0042] The key advantages of this are that: 

Lit does not require the implementation to provide coherency hardware to support automatic coherency. Programs 
will function on all suitable platforms. 

2. Software coherent and automatically coherent pages may be mixed freely. 

3. Implementations can use special hardware to expedite coherency operations used for data resident on software 
coherent pages. 

4. Although they are not strictly necessary, coherency instructions may be issued to addresses which are on pages 
of type automatically coherent with impunity. 

[0043] There is a page type known as unshared which is designed to contain data which is private to a single CPU. 
It is normally implemented write-back. In this case the coherency instructions have simple semantics as described in 
Table I. 

Table I 



Instruction 


■ — u " — | 

Action 


flush 


writeback to memory if dirty (i.e. modif) 


purge 


writeback to memory if dirty. Invalidate 


validate 


Invalidate line if not dirty. | 



[0044] Because data on unshared pages are used by only one user there are no coherency implications and it is not 
described later. 

[0045] This permits efficient libraries of software to be written without knowing the coherency implications of data on 
which the software routines in the library operate. If the software is written with coherency instructions then the library 
will function on any of the three cached data types - with varying degrees of efficiency. 

[0046] Three exemplary implementations follow which further illustrate the invention. Note that in each of the following 
the coherency unit has conventional functionality and design. The novelty lies in the page type usage specified in the 
TLB and the way the function of the instructions is modified by it. 

Example 1 

[0047] In the simplest implementation, data on pages of type software coherent is cached using a write-through 
procedure and data on pages of type automatically coherent is prevented from residing in the cache. 

Operation of the TLB 

[0048] As described earlier, the TLB 10 is an associative store comprising a number of entries, one for each page, 
containing the virtual address VP and the associated physical address RP. A TLB entry is shown in Figure 6. As can 
be seen, each entry contains thee bits (denoted CB) which indicate the cache behaviour page type. The operation of 
the cache system and coherency instructions is governed by the contents of these bits. The names of the page types 
is given in Table II. 



Table II 



Name 


CB value 


Unshared 


0 


Software Coherent 


1 


Automatically Coherent 


2 
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Table II (continued) 



Name 


CB value 


Uncached 


3 


Device 


4 


Reserved 


5 


Reserved 


6 


Reserved 


7 



[0049] All memory and coherency instructions are implemented by the operation of first visiting the TLB then per- 
forming an action dependent, among other things, on the value in the CB field of the matching TLB entry. For the 
purposes of this disclosure the TLB is otherwise conventional. 

Actions of load and store instructions 

[0050] The operation of load and store instructions on data resident in the shared cache page types is summarised 
in Table III. 



Table III 



Instruction 


Software Coherent 


Automatically Coherent 


load 


if in cache fetch from cache 

if not in cache fetch line from memory to cache 


fetch operand from memory 


store 


if in cache update cached copy and memory 
if not in cache update memory 


update memory 



Actions of Coherency instructions 

[0051] The action of flush, purge and validate instructions for this simplest write-through implementation is described 
in Table IV. 



Table IV 





Software Coherent 


Automatically Coherent 


Flush 


No-Op 


No-Op 


Purge 


Invalidate 


No-Op 


Validate 


Invalidate 


No-Op 



Example 2 

[0052] A scheme suitable for providing automatically coherent data will now be described with reference to Figures 
1 and 7. In this implementation, data on pages of type software coherent are cached using a write-through procedure 
and data on pages of type automatically coherent may be resident in the cache and are implemented using a policy 
of write-allocate, write through with "snooped" invalidates. 

[0053] Figure 7 illustrates a tag RAM 23 which forms part of the cache 22. The tag RAM holds address tags associated 
with items in the cache. In addition, there is a dirty bit DB and valid VB held for each location in the cache 22. The 
coherency unit 3 is similar to that referenced 3 in Figure 1 and allows automatic coherency to be implemented. 
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Actions of load and store instructions 
Automatically coherent pages 

s [0054] For data which is resident in the cache 22 and on a page of type automatically coherent, a load instruction 
will service the request from the cache. A store instruction is implemented as write-through, so that all stores are 
immediately updated in the cache and main memory. Additionally, all other coherency units on the system bus perform 
a look-up based on the address LUA (look-up address) which accompanies the store. This is called snooping. If the 
address matches an address in the tag RAM 23 of the cache 22 then the coherency logic asserts a signal IV (invalidate 

10 signal) which results in the valid bit VB being negated. This invalidates matching cache lines in every other cache in 
the system. For data which is not resident in the cache, and resident on a page of type automatically coherent, a read 
request simply fetches the line into the cache with no other effects. A write request WR to an address ADDR in similar 
circumstances first of all reads the data into the cache by transferring a line from main memory into a location in the 
cache, then updates the cache copy by modifying the bytes in the centre location only. The value is written through to 

is memory and the coherency unit ensures that all other cached copies are invalidated. 

Software coherent pages 

[0055] For data which is resident in the cache and on a page of type software coherent, a load instruction will service 
20 the request from the cache. If the data is not in the cache it is fetched from main memory. A store request to data which 
is resident in the cache updates main memory and the cache copy if the data is in the cache. If the store request is to 
an address not in the cache, only the main memory version is updated. The data is not fetched into the cache. 
[0056] The operation of load and store instructions on data resident in the shared cache page types is summarised 
in Table V. 



25 

Table V 





Instruction 


Software Coherent 


Automatically Coherent 




load 


if in cache fetch from cache 


if in cache fetch from cache 


30 




if not in cache fetch line from memory 


if not in cache fetch line from memory 




store 


if in cache update cached copy and memory 


if in cache update cached copy and memory, then 
invalidate all other copies 


3S 




if not in cache update memory 


if not in cache, fetch into cache from memory, update 
memory, then invalidate all other cached copies 



Actions of Coherency instructions 

40 

[0057] The action of flush, purge and invalidate instructions for this example is described in Table VI. 



Table VI 





Software Coherent 


Automatically Coherent 


Flush 


No-Op 


No-Op 


Purge 


Invalidate 


Invalidate 


Validate 


Invalidate 


No-Op 



[0058] Figure 7 illustrates the operation of coherency hardware which can be used to invalidate caches on write. 
When a write occurs on the system bus the WriteNotRead line WR and the write address ADDR are latched by all 
caches in the system which are not attached to the processor performing the write. Each coherency unit causes a look- 
up to occur on the write address using the look-up signal LUA. If a hit occurs (i.e. the write address is equivalent to 
the Address Tag and the Valid bit is set), as indicated by the match signal MS, the coherency unit causes the valid 
bit on the matched cache line to be cleared using the Invalidate signal. This invalidates the cache line. If the look-up 
results in a miss, i.e. no matching cache tag is found, then nothing further happens for that cache. For load instructions 
which miss in the cache the data is fetched from memory. 
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Example 3 

[0059] More complex hardware suitable for providing automatically coherent data may be used. In this implementa- 
tion, data on pages of type software coherent and automatically coherent are implemented identically They use a 
s write-allocate, write-back with "snarfed" updates to other caches. The scheme is illustrated in Figures 1 and 8. 

[0060] Figure 8 illustrates the tag RAM 23 and a coherency unit 3'. In addition, a data RAM 25 which forms part of 
the cache 22 is also illustrated. The data RAM 25 has a plurality of lines corresponding to lines in the tag RAM 23 for 
holding data items. 

io Actions of load and store instructions 

Load 

[0061] For data which is resident in the cache and on a page of type automatically coherent, or software coherent, 
is a load instruction will service the request from the cache as normal. If the requested data is not in the cache then the 
coherent hardware will attempt to locate the data {by its address) in any of the other caches in the system. If this attempt 
fails it will fetch the data from external memory. 

Store 

20 

[0062] A store to data resident in the cache will cause the update of the copy held in the cache and additionally 
update all other caches which already hold a copy of the data. The mechanism for this is as follows. When a store 
occurs, which hits in the cache, the cached copy is updated. Concurrently, the new value is copied onto the system 
bus and all other coherency units on the system bus perform a look-up based on the address which accompanies the 
2S store. If the address matches an address in the tag RAM then the coherency logic asserts a signal which results in the 
cache updating the line with the data on the bus. This is a conventional technique sometimes referred to as snarfing. 
For data which is not present in the cache when a store is attempted, the data is first fetched as described earlier for 
a load, and then the write takes place on the resident line. 

[0063] The operation of load and store instructions on data resident in the shared cache page types is summarised 
30 in Table VII. 



Table VII 



Instruction 


Automatically Coherent/ Software Coherent 


load 


if in cache fetch from cache 

if not in cache fetch line from another CPU's cache, if this fails fetch from memory 


store 


if in cache update cached copy then update all other cached copies 

if not in cache fetch from another CPU's cache, if this fails fetch from memory. Update cache with 
store then update all other cached copies. 



Actions of coherency instructions 



[0064] The action of coherency instructions for a more complex write-back implementation is described in Table VIII. 



Table VIII 





Automatically Coherent/ Software Coherent 


Flush 


No-Op 


Purge 


Write-back to memory if dirty then invalidate 


Validate 


No-Op 



[0065] Figure 8 illustrates the action of coherency hardware which can be used to update caches on write or take a 
copy of data on a read. 
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Coherency unit Store Operation 

[0066] When a store occurs on the system bus the WriteNotRead line WR and the address ADDR are latched by 
all caches in the system which are not attached to the processor performing the store. Each such coherency unit causes 
s a look-up to occur on the store address by supplying the address to the tag RAM 23 as the look-up address LUA. If 
a hit occurs, as indicated by the match signal MS : the coherency unit causes write data also called update data to 
be copied into the cache using the UpdateNotCopy signal UNC. This updates the cache line. If the look-up results 
in a miss, i.e. no matching cache tag is found, then nothing further happens for that cache. 

io Coherency unit Load Operation 

[0067] When a load occurs on the system bus the WriteNotRead line WR and the address ADDR are latched by 
all caches in the system which are not attached to the processor performing the load. Each such coherency unit causes 
a look-up to occur on the load address by supplying it as the Look-up Address LUA. If a hit occurs, as indicated by 

75 the match signal MS, the coherency unit causes the cached copy in the data RAM 25 to be copied onto the system 
bus using the copy data and read data lines and using the UpdateNotCopy signal UNC. When the data is placed 
on the system bus the processor performing the load will copy it into its cache. If there are several caches which have 
copies of this data a system bus arbiter (not shown) selects one (they are all the same) and uses it to drive the bus. If 
the look-up results in a miss, i.e. no matching cache tag is found, then nothing further happens for that cache. 

20 [0068] The present cache coherency mechanism provides the following instructions. In these instructions, the de- 
notation dmem refers to the main memory of the computer system. 

Flush 

25 [0069] These instructions are provided to make certain that dirty data is visible to other users. That is, the item held 
at the relevant cache location is written back to the address in main memory held at that cache location with the item. 



flushllne 



30 



flush a line base, offset 



unsigned(x) unsigned(x) 



Ensure that all previous writes to the line containing dmem[base+offset] are visible to other users sharing this data. 



flush part 

flush a partition base, offset 



unsigned(x) unsigned(x) 



Flush a dirty cache line which could be replaced by a memory access to dmem[base+offset]. 

Flushing a line ensures that all previous writes to that line are visible to other users sharing this data. If all replaceable 
lines are clean the instruction has no effect. 



Purge [for data Items] 

[0070] These instructions are provided to remove data from the cache - they write back data items in the cache to 
addresses in main memory specified with those items, then invalidate the cache contents. 



purgellne 



purge a line base, offset 



unsigned(x) unsigned(x) 



Write back to memory any dirty items in the line containing dmem[base+offset] and invalidate the line in all cases 



55 



purgepart 

purge a partition base, offset 



unsigned(x) unsigned(x) 



\ 
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(continued) 



purgepart 

Purge a valid cache line which could be replaced by a memory access to dmem[base+offset]. 
A line is purged by writing to memory any dirty data it contains and then invalidating the line. 
If all replaceable lines are invalid the instruction has no effect. 



[0071] In another embodiment, the partition-based flush instruction can have the following form. In the following 
instruction, var<a:b> is bits a to b of the variable var. 



flushpart 


flush a partition base, offset 


unsigned(x) unsigned(x) 


addr^base + offset 




addn}><1 2:63><-addr< 1 2:63> 




For index=<|>. index<4096,index+=32 




addr<|><0: 1 1 >=index<0: 1 1 > 




Flush a plurality of dirty cache lines which could be replaced by a memory access to dmem [addrty] 



[0072] The purge instruction can take a similar form where a single instruction is to operate on a plurality of lines in 
the cache. 



Claims 

1. A computer system comprising a plurality of processors, each comprising an execution unit for executing a se- 
quence of instructions and at least one of the processors having associated there with a cache memory having a 
plurality of cache locations for holding items for use by the processor; 

storage circuitry having addressable storage locations in the memory address space of said at least one proc- 
essor in which items are stored for use by the processors; 

a behaviour store for holding in association with an address of an item a cache behaviour identifying the 
cacheable behaviour of the item, wherein the cacheable behaviours include a software coherent behaviour 
and an automatically coherent behaviour and wherein the instructions for execution by the execution unit 
include cache coherency instructions which each specify an operation to be executed on the contents of a 
cache location and an address in the storage circuitry; 

each processor being operable responsive to the cache coherency instructions to execute an operation on 
the contents of the specified cache location and to effect a cache coherency operation to render the contents 
coherent with the storage circuitry in a manner dependent on the cacheable behaviour of the specified address 
and whether or not the processor contains a cache coherency unit for automatically implementing coherency. 

2. A computer system according to claim 1 , which comprises a cache coherency unit for automatically implementing 
coherency and wherein said cache coherency instructions effect a cache coherency operation for automatically 
coherent and software coherent behaviour dependent on the nature of the cache coherency unit. 

3. A computer system according to claim 1 , which has no cache coherency unit for automatically implementing co- 
herency, wherein items having an automatically coherent behaviour are denied access to the cache memory. 

4. A computer system according to any preceding claim, wherein each of the processors has a respective cache 
memory associated therewith. 

5. A computer system according to any preceding claim, wherein the storage circuitry comprises a main memory 
accessible by all of the processors. 
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6. A computer system according to any preceding claim, wherein each item in the or each cache memory is stored 
in association with a valid bit which indicates whether or not that item is valid. 

7. A computer system according to any preceding claim, wherein each item in the or each cache memory is stored 
in association with a dirty bit which indicates whether or not that item has been modified with respect to the storage 
circuitry. 

8. A computer system according to any preceding claim, wherein the cacheable behaviours include an unshared 
behaviour for items unique to one of said processors. 

9. A computer system according to any preceding claim, wherein the cacheable behaviours include an uncacheable 
behaviour for accesses to memory devices other than said storage circuitry 

10. A computer system according to any preceding claim, wherein the cacheable behaviours include a device behav- 
iour for accesses to devices other than memory devices, said devices being addressable in the memory address 
space of the processors. 

11. A computer system according to any preceding claim, wherein the cache coherency instructions include a flush 
instruction which makes dirty items in the cache memory associated with said at least one processor visible to the 
other processors. 

12. A computer system according to any preceding claim, wherein the cache coherency instructions include a purge 
instruction which removes items from the cache memory. 

1 3. A computer system according to any preceding claim, wherein the cache coherency instructions include a coherent 
instruction which makes dirty items in the cache memory associated with said at least one processor visible to the 
other processors and ensures that stale items are not read from the cache memory. 

14. A computer system according to any preceding claim, wherein the cache coherency instructions include a validate 
instruction which ensures that stale items are not read from the cache memory. 

1 5. A method of modifying the coherency status of the contents of a cache in a computer system comprising a plurality 
of processors each having an execution unit for executing a sequence of instructions and at least one of the 
processors having associated therewith a cache memory, and storage circuitry having addressable storage loca- 
tions in the memory address space of said at least one processor in which items are stored for use by the proc- 
essors, the method comprising: 

defining for each item a cacheable behaviour of the item, wherein the cacheable behaviours include a software 
coherent behaviour and an automatically coherent behaviour; 

holding in a behaviour store in association with an address for each item a cache behaviour identifying the 
cacheable behaviour of the item; 

executing in the execution unit cache coherency instructions which each specify an operation to be executed 
on the contents of a cache location in the cache memory and an address in the storage circuitry; 
executing an operation on the contents of the specified cache location and effecting a cache coherency op- 
eration to render the contents coherent with the storage circuitry in a manner dependent on the cacheable 
behaviour of the specified address and whether or not the processor contains a cache coherency unit for 
automatically implementing coherency. 

16. A method according to claim 15, wherein the computer system comprises a cache coherency unit for automatically 
implementing coherency and wherein said cache coherency instructions effect a cache coherency operation for 
automatically coherent and software coherent behaviour dependent on the nature of the cache coherency unit. 

17. A method according to claim 15, wherein the computer system has no cache coherency unit for automatically 
implementing coherency, wherein items having an automatically coherent behaviour are denied access to the 
cache memory. 

18. A method according to claim 15, 16 or 17, wherein each item in the or each cache memory is stored in association 
with a valid bit which indicates whether or not that item is valid. 
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19. A method according to any of claims 15 to 18, wherein each item in the or each cache memory is stored in asso- 
ciation with a dirty bit which indicates whether or not that item has been modified with respect to the storage circuitry. 

20. A method according to any of claims 15 to 19, wherein the cacheable behaviours include an unshared behaviour 
5 for items unique to one of said processors. 

21 . A method according to any of claims 1 5 to 20, wherein the cacheable behaviours include an uncacheable behaviour 
for accesses to memory devices other than said storage circuitry. 

70 22. A method according to any of claims 1 5 to 21 , wherein the cacheable behaviours include a device behaviour for 
accesses to devices other than memory devices, said devices being addressable in the memory address space 
of the processors. 

23. A method according to any of claims 1 5 to 22, wherein the cache coherency instructions include a flush instruction 
^5 which makes dirty items in the cache memory associated with said at least one processor visible to the other 

processors. 

24. A method according to any of claims 1 5 to 23, wherein the cache coherency instructions include a purge instruction 
which removes items from the cache memory. 

20 

25. A method according to any of claims 1 5 to 24, wherein the cache coherency instructions include a validate instruc- 
tion which ensures that state items are not read from the cache memory. 
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